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Book Reviews

Eighteenth-Century Naturalists of Hudson Bay. By Stuart Houston. Tim
Ball. and Mary Houston. Montreal: MeGill-Queen's University Press. 2()OJ.
xviii + TB pp. Illustrations. color plates. tables. appendices. notes. rekrenees. index. $4l).l)5 cloth.
/;ighleenlh-CCIIIIIF\' Nlllllm/i.IIS oj" I/lldson f)({.\"-·by Stuart and Mary

Houston. veteran Saskatchewan ornithologists and historian.s of northern
Canadian exploration. and climatologist Tim Ball- provides i\ welcome.
colorful addition to McGill-Queen's University Press's thirty-four-volullle
Native and Northern Series.
The 1670 Crown charter to the Iludson's Bay Company (HBC) granted
a vast trading territory including suhstantial parts of the northern Canadian
Plains and a portion of North Dakota and Minnesota. Furs were hrought
frolll a network of posts for shipping out of Hudson Bay. primarily at hlrt
Churchill and York liaetory. Most of the posts and their commercial activities were oUhide of the Great Plains. although Cumherland House in
Saskatchewan has figured prominently in Plains history.
HBC trading activity developed coincidentally with the surge of European exploration and the burgeoning interest in the systematic study of
natural history. The HBC encouraged its personnel to participate in these
world-wide projects in mapping, documenting, and collecting fauna and
nora, in recording the custO/ll.s and traditions of Native people (on wholll the
isolated HBe personnel were heavily dependent). and in making astronolllical and Illeteorological ohservations. The astoni.silingly rich records and
collections now in the HI3C Archives in Winnipeg arc a unique treasure, not
only for historical studics hut also for researching new problems such as
e1imate warming.
Arter a brier summary of the development of IIBC activity in North
America, the authors provide separate chapters on eight HBC elllployees
who engaged in suhstantial investigations or collections in natural history.
particularly ornithology, and made systematic records in meteorology, astronolllY, and the evaluation of new instruments. The skillful portrayal of the
difkring personalities and styles of these spirited individuals is one of the
strong points of the volume. The authors erkctively show the lasting importance of the work done on thc margins of fur trading in a variety of ways, by
including illustrations and copiL:s of orit!inal pat!cs frolll traders' records,
along with an assortmcnt of lively anecdotcs, and a nice selection of accounts, such as the first lktL:rmillation of thL: free/int! point of mercury. ThL:
hundred pages of appendices

<liT

ahout as varied as l'vL: ever SL:en. Thcy

cover sailing: dates, the provenance of the journals. Crec nailles recordcd for
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species. the fascinating story of how HBC rur record,s contributed to eco·
logical thcory hy

ITvl~aling

animal population cycles, and (my favorite) all

account or how the European dCllIand for swan quills ror writing in,stru·
Illl~nts

almost led to thc exterminatioll of thc

trumpl~tcr

swan. (;reg

Mirhalenkll. 1:'1/1'imll/llCIII I/I,d RC,I'()/Ircc Siudics. {fllil'er,li/r o{ Wilier/oil.

